In this article the authors would like to present a history of the Turkish feminist movement. The roots of the feminist movement go back to the last decades of Ottoman Empire in Turkey when westernisation had started to take place. During the firts decade of the Republic many steps were taken to enable women to get involved in public, political and professional life and to encourage more equality in family matters. Women's emancipation became a significant symbol of modernity. Kemalist reforms attemted to create a new woman who could take place in public sphere with the men. During the 1970's the movement of women almost disappeared in nationalist and socialist movements. After the military intervention in 1980 new female actors (such as Islamist, Kurdish, Alevite) started to present new demands and change the nature of feminist movement in Turkey.
their backward condition in comparison to the West. These discussions aimed to change women's position in society. Several writers implicitly talked about the problems of women and of the family -which were considered intimate issues at the time -in their works and especially in their novels.
It was only during the second meşrutiyet (the second constitutional period -1908) that such issues could be discussed overtly. The first changes concerning women's situation were experienced during this time. Following the improvement of women's activities in society, there was a perceived duty to reconsider their social position. Western-oriented intellectuals, Turkists and Islamists had divergent views on women. Western-oriented intellectuals would envisage Islamic traditions as an obstacle to civilisation and they were defending women's detachment from the chains of tradition. Islamists, in accusing Western-oriented intellectuals of being imitators, were defending the protection of the moral existence of a Muslim society and thus the attachment to "charia" (the Islamic law). Turkists, who did not limit moral identity to the Islamic religion, were looking for a future ideal society in the Turkish life of the past.
During the second period of the meşrutiyet, women participated directly in these discussions and formulated their claims in their writings. The education of women, polygamy, repudiation, the veil (tesettür), women's social participation and professional life were the main topics of discussion at the time, concerning women. Women wanted to have an education, to be allowed to take part in the economic life, and they asked for changes in family law. They fought to obtain these rights via magazines and women associations that were quite numerous at the time. According to Serpil Çakır, women published forty magazines before the Republic.
Aynur Demirdirek summarises women's claims during the second meşrutiyet as follows: the creation of educational institutions for women, the integration of women in professional life, the change of outer clothes or a debate on the tesettür (the veil), the abolition of fake and useless traditions connected to marriage, the strengthening of women's position in the family, women's entry into public life. These women who were not satisfied with the consideration that was granted to them within the family, on condition that they should have been good mother and wives, and who were seeking to improve their rights, had to face not only the conservatives but also certain intellectuals who had supported them at first.
During World War I, women started taking part in professional life by substituting the men who were on the front line. They were direct participants in the liberation war and also expanded their public participation by organising political manifestations. These two wars had more impact on women's movement than reforms.
Women, who had played an active role in magazines and associations during the second meşrutiyet, voiced their desire to create their own political party after the liberation war (15 June 1923) . Yet the prefect's office did not grant them permission to create this political party whose founders were not citizens yet. Finally, women got permission to found an association -Union of Turkish Women (Türk Kadınlar Birliği). This association aimed to fight for the right to vote and to be elected. According to Ayşe Kadıoğlu, due to external pressures from above, women's efforts to develop a women's movement did not produce any result. Hence, the essential rights that women acquired did not stem from the claims of the country's female population but they were the result of a revolutionary male elite group.
The years following the foundation of the Republic were marked, first of all, by the adoption of civil law imported from Switzerland in 1926. Women obtained the right to take part in municipal elections on the 3 rd of April 1930, yet they waited until 1933 to use this right. During the 1935 legislative elections, twenty-eight women were elected deputies for the first time. The union of Turkish women established to dissolve itself in 1935 after obtaining these rights.
Avant-garde women of this time who were coming from the movement of Ottoman women, appropriated the Republic and supported it. However, these women could not belong to the children of the Republic probably because they were seen as the continuation of the Ottoman women's movement, possibly because they wanted to resume their former activities after national liberation. The new regime, which had the will to cut all of its links with the past and to form its men according to Republican principles, adopted an exclusivist attitude towards women, set against Anatolian women idealized as the standard type of the Turkish Republic.
The movement of Ottoman women remained active during the twenty years of wars (between 1910 and the end of the 1920s) and it strove, quite successfully, to influence the process of modernisation. Actually, it was women who wished for new life styles, who wanted to enter universities, to obtain the right to practice certain trades and finally, they supported the transformation of the institution of marriage so as to grant women a status of equality. The thesis most commonly accepted by supporters of the idea that women's rights in Turkey were granted by Atatürk in a top-down approach is false and unjust as behind the Civil Law adopted in 1926 and behind citizenship rights, there is a fight of the first wave in women's movement.
The Kemalist regime and women
The Kemalist regime and especially Atatürk and his friends initiated important reforms for women such as the right to vote and be elected, or civil rights, despite the resistance of conservatives. Yet, the historical break caused by the foundation of the Republic led to forgetting the past and consequently, to forgetting the women's past. The past of women's movement was neglected. Even women leading the movement did not change this discourse. The principles of causality and continuity of historical events were omitted. Nevertheless, behind the rights granted to women by the Republic, there was an obscured past of struggles.
In the 1980s, Serpil Çakır's works shed light on this age in women's history, which was neglected by Kemalists. According to Serpil Çakır, the history of Turkish feminism can be analysed in four stages. The first stage, named the classical feminist movement, lasts from 1800 to 1920 and even 1970 (second period?), during which fundamental rights were claimed, such as access to education, work and politics. During the second stage, which that lasts from 1970 to 1980, women's movement is led by leftist movements. The 1980s are characterised by women's search for identity after the military intervention and a new feminist movement. It is possible to talk about an institutionalised women's movement between 1990 and 1995. This period is marked by the opening of women's research centres in universities, and by foundations that fight for women's cause.
Women started talking about themselves as early as 1860. This first women's movement is original in its traits. Women's claims were to live as human beings, to study and to have a professional career. The movement of Ottoman women highlighted the difference of women and was at peace with Islam. During the Republican period, women's movement took a detour from its natural path, the formation of women as subjects was hindered, and women became objects, means in the modernisation and Westernisation project.
We could argue that there is a considerable difference between the discourse of women who had risen against men and who were claiming their rights via women's magazines published during the second meşrutiyet, and the discourse on women's rights at the beginning of the Republican period. During this time, women's claims went under male domination and to a certain extent, women's voice was stiffened, despite the existence of several female speakers, generally designated within the framework of the official ideology. This discourse changed slightly during the 1970s, within the framework of the feminist and leftist discourse, but women remained under the influence of this discourse until the 1980s and they were content to talk about their gratitude and duties to the Republican revolution.
Nazife Şişmanoğlu criticises women's gratitude towards the Kemalist regime that claims to have granted rights to women before several European countries and even before they asked for them, by stating that if there had not been such a brutal and violent change, there would certainly have been improvements in women's condition.
According to Tekeli, the fact that the Republic was an authoritarian, single-party regime, drew criticism from both inside and outside the country. It seems that mostly with a view to mitigating this criticism, especially criticism from outside, to showing the world that the Turkish regime was different from the then rising fascism, did Atatürk seize the opportunity to grant women citizenship in 1934, one year after Hitler's coming to power in Germany. The political rights given to women played an important symbolic role. They signalled the fact that the Turkish Republic was a democratic regime or that at least, it was evolving in this direction.
Kemalist reforms that saw women as symbols and means for modernisation and westernisation instead of considering them full associates or equal to men, did not aim to create many changes in women's social position.
The construction if the ideal Turkish woman was an important piece in the project to form a nation for the Republican elite. The image of the new woman was quite important for the officers of the new Republic who wanted to gain a civilised air and to offer the image of a modern state to the western world.
The Kemalist female image reflected the pragmatisms of the Kemalist ideology and it was essentially the combination of conflicting images: a professional, educated woman at work; a woman organiser, socially active, member of social clubs, associations, etc.; a woman who functions biologically, who fulfils her reproductive role in the family as wife and mother, a feminine woman who entertains men at night.
Republican women
The new woman in the imaginary of men, that was not precisely new during the Republic, was a being who would take on her family, social and national duties and who would live for the others. This image has marked Turkish men so deeply that it was shared undiscriminatorily by leftist intellectuals who claimed to cut their link with the Kemalist ideology and who took pride in belonging to the 1968 generation, as well as by Islamists who claimed to belong to a cultural circle that was totally different.
The new woman of the Republic was a hero who bore a double burden: the burden of her family and of her profession. She criticised the apparent sexuality of Western women. She was a companion of the road, asexual, and modest. Most of all, she was a faithful wife and a mother. She was devoted, gentle and modest. She was the friend and companion of her husband and she joined him in his social activities.
The roots of the ideal type of woman of the Turkish Republic go back to pre-Islamic Turkish societies, when women had the same conditions as men in the running of the state and in society, when they would take on the same responsibilities as men. The Anatolian women, who shared the life of their husband with their own work and productivity, were view as the continuation of these women. Thus, the Kemalist regime sought the synthesis between the nationalist ideology and the representation of civilisation in the image of the new woman. In fact, the new types of women that Halide Edip Adıvar talks about in his works were preparing the Kemalis feminine identity.
Halide Edip and Ziya Gökalp emphasised the idea that feminism, i.e. equality between sexes, was endemic to the national Turkish character and it had been characterising the social life of pre-Islamic Turkish societies or from the beginning of the Islamic period. The same point of view was repeated in books and the discourses of Kemalists, and Turkish feminism was defined in this perspective. Gender equality was presented as a part of national identity; in reality, the equality among sexes of the nomad culture that was original to Turks was the essential topic of writings by Kemalist women of the first generation.
Kemalist women felt important and privileged. They felt that they were not simply women, but individuals with important social functions and this impression was reinforced by everybody around them: their family, school environment and the State.
Kemalist women emphasised their professional identity rather than their individuality and sexuality and they saw themselves as the prestigious representatives of government. Their ideological and institutional affiliations with the new Republic helped them show arespectable and sexually modest image that pose no threat to patriarchal morality. Thus, even though it was a modernist ideology, Kemalism failed to change the traditional norms of morality that guaranteed to women a biologically defined and socially constrained femininity. The notion of feminine modesty, that is traditional values such as virginity before marriage, faithfulness to the husband, a sanctioned behaviour in public and particular clothes were transferred with a heavy emotional charge on the new generations of Kemalist women and it became a fundamental topic of the new morality for the Kemalist elite. Women had to internalise a strict self-discipline and adaptation strategies so as to face both modernity and tradition at the same time.
The years 1930s-1940s
The story of the motivation of the women of a new society that was about to emerge in the 1930s in Turkey is described in a rare book of several unique features, whose title was in French: Perspectives. It was printed and published in Istanbul in 1934. Its author is a woman whose name appears in the history of 20 th century Turkish literature, being the Belgian wife of a Turkish poet who was very fashionable at the beginning of the century, called the "Venerable Poet": Abdülhak Hâmit Tarhan . Her name is Lüsiyen (Lucienne) Abdülhak Hâmit.
Her correspondence with her husband was already published. But the history of Turkish literature ignores the fact that she wrote articles (in a daily or a weekly magazine). Nobody knows the name of the journal or of the magazine as there is no bibliographical indication in this mysterious book which is just a collection of articles. The author tackles topical issues in the 1930s, or, to be more precise, from July 1931 until March 1932.
The book comprises thirty-six articles that talk about a "Beauty competition", "Feminism"; "fashion", "marriage", "family," "the last harems", etc… Since the topics that she approached were topical, Lüsyen Abdülhah Hâmit (she is not called Madame Lucienne) does not feel the need to specify the context, being sure that it was known to all. These articles help us understand how Turkish women of the 1930s are seen by a European woman.
In the introduction to an article titled "Youth" the author talks about the results of a survey that she conducted among young Turkish women. These results show the enthusiasm of young Turkish women to have a place in all fields of life. Turkish women of the time were proud to serve their country. They felt that they were the representatives of modern Turkey at international level. The author provides examples of Turkish women who were present in all spheres of life, in the entire world. She talks about letters that she had received from female students who were studying in Europe, so as to share the efforts that they were making in order to better represent their homeland.
A female student writes from Paris so as to share her joy and zeal that she would use to overcome the difficulties of her upcoming competitions. Another female student in Brussels (Rukiye Ahmet) "asks
[her] to proclaim, on her behalf, how young Turkish women abroad are energetic, courageous and willing to become, one day, first order elements in the service of their homeland" (p. 50).
Another one from Liège, writes Lucienne A.H, tells me that she has no words to thank Keriman Halis, for the magnificent propaganda that she made for her country, and for the lesson in energy and courage that she gave her sisters studying abroad. Ah! said she, I just wish to finish my studies and return to Turkey, so as to put my knowledge to the service of my country! (pp. 50-51).
Undoubtedly, when talking about the 1930s and Turkish women, it was impossible to avoid the name of Keriman Halis. Her topicality during those years makes it imperative, and Lucienne A.H consecrates two of these articles to Keriman Halis who "lived to be elected by a scholarly assembly made up of writers, painters, sculptors and doctors" the 1932 beauty queen.
In another article on "painting," Lucienne A.H talks about Turkish painters and writes the following:
…I know several Turkish painters whose reputation abroad has already been established. I will quote, by clan spirit, Hale Asaf who, in Paris, is called "the little Turk", and whom the stern critic Antonio Aniente, qualifies as Turkey's ambassador." (p. 40) "This fragile and little young woman, who left Istanbul in 1922, has come to interest a European public, which is far from being easy to seduce and convince. She has participated in numerous exhibitions and each time she was highly praised. The latest exhibition that was organised for her, "Young Europe" (from the 1 st to the 10 th of July) is commented in a more than flattering manner by the press in several countries. This is a laudable result during a time when each individual's gesture aims for the general propaganda of his country of origin. I met her during one of her exhibition openings where I admired her canvases full of vigour and personality. […] Hale Asaf possesses, as one of her critics says, the sense of the world; not of yesterday's world, but of today's world, seen with fresh eyes. (pp. 40-41).
At the time when Lucienne A.H. wrote these lines she had known Turkish women of all ranks for more than twenty years. By bringing into discussion prejudices such as the "harem", "submissive women", by invoking the oriental feminine issue of Turkish women, Lucienne A.H gave up the idea of imagining them voluntarily adherent to the rigours undergone by all women from all countries of the world.
The author qualifies Turkish women as "proud, rigorous, intransigent in the high classes of society, aggressive and real fighters in the lower ranks. According to her Turkish women know how to claim their rights, assert them and impose their will." (p. 182)
As for the modern Turkish woman, she has followed the movement given by her sister from Europe; she has made with her the first steps forward; with her, she has gone beyond the threshold of her home, of the harem where, for centuries, male selfishness was confining her, in Turkey as well as everywhere else; to take part in the great struggle for life.
[…] the role of the Turkish woman in contemporary life, is at least as assiduous as that of all women who, throughout the world, find themselves facing the quasi insolvable economic problem. Nowadays the Turkish woman works as an emancipated citizen; yesterday she was fighting in the war in Anatolia; the day before yesterday she was cultivating her field, that is she bears inside the tradition of work and cooperation (p. 181)
The examples quoted above, by Lucienne A.H, show how Turkish women who were associated to the new regime were taking their place in the social, artistic, cultural and professional life without bringing into discussion the movement of women from the past. Instead of fighting for a feminist cause like their sisters, they preferred to be content with playing the role that the Kemalist regime had granted them.
Yet Kemalist modernisation preserved intact the culture that perceived women as the symbol of family and national honour. A family's honour (namus) depended on women and thus it could be reached by their behaviour (especially sexual behaviours and virginity) and it had to be protected by men who were responsible for the family. In fact, the notion of namus is not strictly limited to women's sexuality, behaviours and opportunities (such as employment); it provides men with an extraordinary weapon. Not only did they put psychological pressure on women, but the men in the family -husbands, fathers, uncles, brothers etc.-could also invoke namus so as to justify violence towards wives and daughters. Without looking into the cause of violence, we can state that with Kemalism and modernisation, the preoccupation for namus, which is recurrent in the Mediterranean culture and reinforced by the Islamic notion of fitne, must be emphasized as a result of the mixture of sexes and women's participation in public life.
From 1935 up to 1949, there was no women's association of feminist goals. From 1949 on, women started to form associations or other groups again, but most of them were just branches of international organisations such as the "Association of University Graduate Women" or the "Organisation of Professional Women", etc... It was only in mid 1970s that women started to be organised in Marxist associations whose main objective was, definitely, not to improve the status of women. Their goal was to mobilise working class women so as to construct the socialist revolution.
In the late 1960s and during the 1970s, socialist organisations had two views concerning women. First, by using the discourse of equality among sexes, they argued that women resemble men. Women had to cast aside their femininity and sexuality so as to be taken serious by the leaders of socialist organisations. They were equally struggling to preserve the image of a traditional and devoted mother, wife and sister.
Second, socialists from Turkey had adopted a discriminatory discourse towards women in the 1960s and 1970s. There is a similitude between their visions, that accepted women as dangerous sexual objects, and the Islamist vision that accepts women as the source of fitne.
The coup d'Etat in 1980
The coup d'Etat in 1980 is a turning point in the history of women. They started asking questions and questioning their position in the political movements that they had taken part in before the coup d'Etat. Another characteristic feature of the years 1980s and 1990s is the existence of women organisations that fight in all spheres of life. Women organised themselves in associations, foundations, in the commissions of political parties or around magazines so as to formulate their claims, irrespective of their identity belonging or socioeconomic background. But the 1980s and 1990s are first of all marked by the political activities of Islamist women.
According to Mualla Gülnaz, Islamist women underwent the same process of introspection as the former leftist or nationalist activists after the coup d'Etat in 1980. These women, who could not adapt to their traditional role, started to think and to question women's secondary position, the men-women relations and the patriarchal domination. Islamist women could not reconcile the patriarchal habits presented as Islamic in their religion.
The feminist movement in Turkey gained its independence after the coup d'Etat in 1980, when all leftist or nationalist political organisations were forbidden. Women started questioning patriarchal authority in social and organisational structures. The 1980s are marked by organisations that defined themselves feminists for the first time in Turkey. From 1984 on, feminists organised themselves in associations, foundations or enterprises.
Women, who constituted the hard core of the feminist movement of the 1980s, were against the State, because the State had a patriarchal structure, it was shaping the patriarchal structure and contributed to its continuity. It granted legitimacy to structures such as family, the law, education and the press, which humiliated women. Even though State politics were egalitarian, they left women alone in their private life, with their humiliation.
Paradoxically, the military coup d'Etat facilitated the awareness rising of a group of women from leftist intellectual environments who discovered the oppression of women in reality, in contradiction to the soothing rhetoric of juridical equality that could be heard for half a century. These women formed small groups, read and analysed the new Western feminist literature and launched a debate on women's problems, for the first time independently of other issues such as nationalism, liberalism or socialism, that had marked previous feminist debates.
During the 1970s, women carried out their political activities in the women's branches of political parties. Several women became acquainted with politics within these feminine branches. Yet, according to Ayata, the latter had the disadvantage of limiting women to feminine activities in politics. These feminine branches were closed after the coup d'Etat in 1980, just like all other political organisations. In the 1990s, political parties regrouped women within feminine commissions.
The feminists of the 1980s-1990s are not nationalists; they are equally critics in their approach to Kemalist authoritarianism. They do not define themselves as Muslim. When it comes to religion, they are neutral or atheists; they do not adopt the derogatory attitude of Kemalist women in front of fundamentalist women. Yet they fear the rupture from secularism and Turkey's transformation into an Islamic state. They support democratisation so as to solve the problems of Kurds and of Islam. They internalised a critical and distrustful approach to state power.
Kemalist women who could benefit from opportunities created by Kemalism felt privileged and they identified themselves with the ideals of the Republic; and they saw themselves as their bearers. They started to gather around civil associations against the Islamist threat that could endanger the gains of Kemalist reforms. These women who identified with the Republic felt responsible for the protection of Kemalist reforms as they continued to think that Turkish women had acceded to a status of equality with men thanks to the acknowledgment of these rights by the founder of the Republic.
Instead of conclusion
We have seen that the designation of women as bearers or symbols of social projects created new opportunities for them while equally limiting their choice and their individual development. The gains of Kemalist reforms encouraged women's participation in the public sphere, yet moral codes related to honour and family modesty continue to control women. Even though the experience of political Islam has facilitated women's entry into the public sphere, it accepted as treason the fact that women formulated their own claims.
In this context, the common point of Kemalism, socialism and Islamism is their patriarchal character and their denial of the existence of a movement of independent women that formulates women's claims. All three have granted women the role of bearer of grand social projects. Women-related issues are rendered inferior by these trends; they are diffused and then diluted into more serious problems.
Currently we cannot talk about a single female identity that is republican, Kemalist and secular as the other identities that were not visible before the 1980s impose to be talked about and claim public acknowledgement, as the identity of Islamist women or of Kurdish women.
